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Unexplained Deaths in Madagascar 
Since the beginning of August 2002, ProMED mail has regularly reported on an outbreak of an as-yet undiagnosed illness which has 
affected over 13,000 people from Madagascar <http://www.who.int/disease-outbreak-news/n2002/august/16aaugust2002.html>. By 16 
August, 444 deaths had been reported, and the case fatality rate was calculated as 3.3 percent. The first deaths were reported on 2 June 
in the Alakamisy Ambohimaha region, which is 350 kilometers southeast of the capital, Antananarivo. Children and the elderly are said 
to have been particularly affected by this ‘influenza-like’ illness. Symptoms generally start with a severe headache, and are followed by 
neck and chest aches, and a dry cough. Reports suggest that if untreated, death may result in two weeks. Other towns since affected by 
this illness covered a large area, but are generally very remote and poor, with little telecommunications or road infrastructure and poor 
access to healthcare. Apparently many of those affected initially relied on traditional herbal medicines, believing it to be a mild flu-like 
illness, and did not attend local hospitals. 
The International Global Outbreak Alert and Response Network team are working with the Pasteur Institute and the local Ministry 
of Health in Madagascar on implementing a surveillance system to assess the disease trends in specific districts and also determine the 
risk factors for severe disease and death. At the beginning of August, workers at the Pasteur Institute identified the viruses as influenza 
A and B. However, it seems that only 2 strains of influenza A (H3N2) were isolated from 39 samples (there is no information available 
about how many patients were tested), which is not regarded as definitive. Other possibilities suggested by ProMED contributors include 
Nipah virus, a Hendra-like virus, West Nile virus or another arbovirus, African swine fever, or indeed a mixed outbreak of influenza and 
another infection such as dengue. It is understood that further microbiological tests are ongoing. 
Legionellosis Update 
Japan: An outbreak of Legionnaires’ disease at a new hot spring resort which only opened on 1 July 2002 has resulted in six deaths and 
affected over 200 other people. Some 20,000 people are estimated to have used the facility during the first three weeks of operation.The 
complex, located on the southern island of Kyushu, was then closed. Public Health officials found Legionella bacteria at levels up to 
150,000 times greater than permissible by the health ministry. Further investigations are underway. 
UK: Barrow-in-Furness, Cumbria, was the location of the largest outbreak of legionella in the UK since 1985 when 23 people died. Since 
the end of July 2002, there have been 125 confirmed cases, including three deaths. Most cases were traced to a Leisure Centre in the town 
centre, and immunoflourescence of water samples from the air-conditioning unit demonstrated Legion& pneurnophilu serogroup 1. 
(<http:l/www.phls.co.uk/publications/cdr/index.html>) 
USA: In July 2002,16 people in Vermont contracted Legionnaires’ disease and seven others had a milder form of the infection in an 
outbreak linked to the cooling towers at a state office complex. There were no reported fatalities. 
Spain: 29 people were hospitalised with Legionnaire’s disease in Mataro near Barcelona in July 2002. In an additional outbreak near 
Valencia, 13 people were diagnosed with Legionnaire’s disease in 2 small towns, and 9 were in hospital. 
Australia: Fifteen cases of legionellosis which are probably due to Legionella longbeachae have been identified in New South Wales so 
far this year. This strain is particularly associated with handling potting mix and soil, but no specific brand of potting mix has been 
identified. Preventative measures include wearing gardening gloves and a mask, and trying to avoid breathing in the dust while using 
potting soil. 
E. coli 0157zH7 
Outbreaks of E. coli that produce Shiga toxin, such as E. co/i 0157:H7 have been reported with some frequency in children visiting petting 
ZOOS. In the most recent such outbreak, in the Bay of Plenty, New Zealand, children may have contracted the infection after visiting a 
petting zoo in Rotorua. ProMED-mail has reported outbreaks in the US. and Canada associated with petting zoos. Following the U.S. 
farm-associated outbreaks of E. coli 0157:H7, the CDC, in collaboration with the Zoonoses Working Group, National Association of 
State Public Health Veterinarians, U.S. Department of Agriculture, Animal and Plant Health Inspection Services, and other groups, drafted 
measures to reduce the risk for farm animal-human transmission of enteric infections, which are available at <http:// www,cdcgov/ 
mmwr/PDF/wk/mm5015pdf>. 
Tularemia, Commercially Distributed Prairie Dogs 
Tularemia, due to the less virulent Francisella tularensis biotype B, has been identified as the cause of a die-off in captured wild prairie 
dogs (Cynomys ludovicianus) at a commercial exotic animal distributor in Texas. 
Approximately 250 of an estimated 3,600 prairie dogs that passed through the Texas facility had died. The sick animals were believed 
to be part of a single shipment of prairie dogs that were caught in South Dakota starting on May l&2002 and shipped to the Texas 
distributor on June 16. 
Potentially infected prairie dogs were distributed to wholesalers, retailers, and persons in Arkansas, Florida, Illinois, Michigan, 
Mississippi, Nevada, Ohio, Texas, Washington, and West Virginia and exported to Belgium, the Czech Republic, Japan, The Netherlands, 
and Thailand. States and countries that received shipments of potentially infected animals have been notified. Unusually high numbers 
of sick or dead prairie dogs were reported from Texas and the Czech Republic <http:l/www.cdc.govlmmwr/PDF/wk/ mm513l.pdb. The 
above is reminiscent of an outbreak of plague among pet prairie dogs in a Texas pet broker’s facility (ProMED-mail archive number 
19980710.1303). These wild-caught prairie dogs had the potential to be shipped around the world. 
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